2 commits murder." But there is no such passage. In fact, the Bible says nothing about abortion.
Nevertheless, certain passages are taken to be relevant. Is a fetus a full human person, with a full-fledged right to life? A sentence from the first chapter of Jeremiah is often cited to justify an affirmative response: God says to Jeremiah, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you." These words are taken to mean that the unborn, as well as the born, are "consecrated" to God.
In context, however, these words look very different. Here is the whole passage in which they occur:
Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, "Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the nations." Then I said, "Ah, Lord God! Behold, I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth." But the Lord said to me, "Do not say, 'I am only a youth' for to all to whom I send you you shall go, and whatever I command you you shall speak. Be not afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you,"' says the Lord. (Jer. 1: 4-7)
There is nothing here about abortion or the moral status of the unborn; rather, the subject is Jeremiah's authority as a prophet. Jeremiah is saying, in effect, "God authorized me to speak for him; even though I resisted, he commanded me to speak." But he puts the point more poetically; he says that God intended him to be a prophet even before he was born.
This often happens when the Bible is cited in connection with controversial issues. A few phrases are lifted from a passage dealing with some other subject and "interpreted" in a way that supports the favored moral position. This is most likely to happen when there is no passage that bears unequivocally on the question at issue. When this happens, is it accurate to say that the person quoting the scriptures is "following the moral teachings of the Bible"? Or is it more accurate to say that he is searching the scriptures for support of a moral view he has already decided is right, and reading the desired conclusion into whatever likely-looking phrases he can find? ii Most of the quotations were exhortations to patience, promises of eternal life, and the like. As for justifying the attack itself, here are the three most belligerent passages: "And the only thing they said Lord, forgive our sins and excesses and make our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels." "Strike above the neck, and strike at all of their extremities." "Oh Lord, pour your patience upon us and make our feet steadfast and give us victory over the infidels."
It is remarkable that this was the best the terrorists could do; a Christian would have no trouble producing much more warlike passages from the Old Testament (although their meaning for today would be just as problematic). It is easy to imagine what a Quranic justification would be like, if one existed: it would be a passage that said, "Your duty in all times and places is to kill infidels, and the strictures against suicide and killing the innocent, which are promulgated elsewhere in this Holy Book, are suspended when you are carrying out this duty."
But of course there is no such passage; and so those who are intent upon finding this doctrine in the Quran have no choice but to paste together whatever bits and pieces they can find and pretend that they add up to the passage that does not exist. 2. The theoretical difficulty is equally serious: nothing can be morally right or wrong simply because an authority says so, not even an authority as esteemed as the Bible. If the precepts in the text are not arbitrary, there must be some reason for them-we should be able to ask why the Bible condemns homosexuality, and expect an answer. That answer will then give the real explanation of why it is wrong, if indeed it is wrong. In the logic of moral reasoning, the reference to the text drops out, and the reason behind the pronouncement (if any) takes its place.
It is worth pausing over this last point. Here is a different example: the Bible says we should not lie about our neighbors (Ex. 20:16) . Is this an arbitrary rule that God imposes on us for no reason? On the contrary, it is easy to see why this rule makes sense. Lying causes harm and violates the trust that others have in us; and lying about our neighbors ("bearing false witness") is insulting to them and harms them unjustly. If you want to know why lying is wrong, those are the reasons. The critical question about homosexuality is whether comparably good reasons can be found to explain why it should be condemned. If we are told only that an authority condemns it, we haven't yet been told why it is wrong.
Two Clear Teachings of the New Testament
It is hopeless to approach the Bible naively, looking for simple answers to complicated moral and social issues. A text composed so long ago will not address the problems of the 21st century-there may be rules about leprosy and burnt offerings, but there will be no advice about polluting the environment, the rights of workers, the use of atomic weapons, just rates of taxation, or physicianassisted suicide. On the one hand, it seems wrong to spend money on luxuries for ourselves while children in third-world countries are dying for lack of food and basic medical care. On the other hand, you might think that you are not responsible for the welfare of strangers in far-off places; and if you lead an honest, decent life, you cannot be faulted for enjoying the money that you earn by your own labor. Faced with these plausible yet incompatible ideas, what are we to think?
Once again, a believer might reasonably notice that only one of these ways of thinking is consistent with the New Testament. In the Old Testament, riches are a sign of God's favor. In the New Testament, however, the association of riches with godliness is dropped, and it is the poor and meek who are said to be doing God's work. Again, familiarity may have robbed the relevant passages of their power to shock:
